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PREFACE

 

Those who have read the first two volumes of this series will already know that the Study Group at its first meeting heard and discussed presentations from representatives of various different scientific disciplines which study some aspect of child development or matters relevant to it, and that at its second meeting the presentations, and the discussions, were focused less specifically on the contributions of different disciplines and more upon aspects of child development in which several disciplines are interested, including such matters as the existence of recognizable stages in development and the phenomenon of learning in immature or developing organisms, and particularly learning under stress.

The third meeting focused upon two related topics: the development of sex differences and the development of individuality or ego identity, and the pattern of psychological development which leads up to it.

The discussion of the first of these topics was based upon two presentations: one by Margaret Mead of comparative data from different societies which might throw light upon the extent to which sex differences were determined by nature or by nurture, and the second by Erik Erikson on sex differences in the play constructions of adolescents.

The opening presentations of the second topic were also made by Erik Erikson. In addition to Mr. Erikson two other distinguished guests joined the Group for this meeting: Dr. Julian Huxley and Dr. Raymond de Saussure.

As on previous occasions the meeting, which was held in Geneva in 1955, provided for its participants a week of stimulating and vigorous discussion which, since it was conducted as usual in both English and French, could not have been possible without simultaneous interpretation equipment and the remarkable ability of the W.H.O. interpreters to follow, and communicate simultaneously in a different language, discussion which, as the reader will find, was often of an exceedingly technical nature and couched in the terminologies of a variety of different scientific disciplines.

To the participant observer it also seemed that a change in the Study Group itself contributed to the success of the meeting. At its first meeting in 1953 its members had comparatively little knowledge of the interests, the methods, and the theoretical models of those in other disciplines who studied the problems of child development; by the third meeting their understanding of each other's work was sufficient to enable them to appreciate and to criticize the formulation of those who worked in other fields and to consider its relevance to their own. For this development in mutual understanding the Group owes much to its Chairman—Dr. Frank Fremont-Smith.

The production of the English transcript of the extensive bilingual discussion depended upon the excellent sound recording facilities provided by W.H.O. and above all on Mrs. J. Moser of the Organization's Mental Health Section whose combination of linguistic ability, technical knowledge, and keen interest in the work of the Group has enabled the contributions of its French-speaking members to be rendered in a sensitive and accurate English translation in these volumes.

Dr. Tanner and Professor Inhelder have edited the transcript of this third meeting and have shown again their ability to reduce a week of discussion to the bounds of a single volume while preserving to a surprising degree its content and its savour.
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FIRST DISCUSSION

The Childhood Genesis of Sex Differences in Behaviour

 

 



 

CANDAU (Director-General, World Health Organization):

This is the third meeting of this research study group. It is to be devoted to consideration of socio-cultural influences affecting psychological development.

I am very glad to welcome once more to Geneva the original members of the Group and also our three distinguished guests: Mr. Erik Erikson of the United States, Dr. Raymond de Saussure of Geneva, and Dr. Julian Huxley of the United Kingdom.

Members who have been present at previous meetings of this Group already know its purpose, but it is worth emphasizing, for the benefit of our guests, that the Group is not intended to make decisions or recommendations on any subject to anyone. Its aim is to increase mutual understanding between eminent exponents of the many different disciplines that study child development and its disorders, particularly in the fields of psychology and physiology.

It only remains necessary for me to wish the Group, under its Chairman, Dr. Frank Fremont-Smith, a stimulating and enjoyable meeting.

FREMONT-SMITH:

We might remind our guests and ourselves that we operate on an extremely informal basis. As Dr. Candau said, the purpose of our meeting is to increase mutual understanding. I think that we should feel rather free to interrupt one another, and your Chairman will only step in occasionally when more than three speak at once. In this way we aim to create a group discussion rather than a series of speeches to which the group gives polite attention.

Now to begin with we would like our three guests to tell us a little bit about themselves. (The regular members of the group introduced themselves in a similar fashion at the first meeting, recorded in Vol. I.) How did they happen to arrive at the kind of interest that led them, on the one hand, to be invited to come here and on the other hand, and even more importantly, to accept?

HUXLEY:

I had better begin with the age of about seven when I found myself fascinated by watching birds which were nesting under the eaves of our house just, I think, because they were alive but had a different kind of life from my own. I think it is fair to say that I have always been interested in the fact of difference and the variety of life and of the world as a whole. It was only later that I got interested in the converse problem of what unity there was to be found in it all, and from about 1934 onwards I spent most of my time trying to make a synthesis of the different approaches to biological evolution. How I got into biology was quite accidental. When I was at school I got to a stage where one could take a certain amount of work in a special subject of choice, and I wrote, I remember, to my parents and said Șwouldn't it be a good thing if I took German’, because it was then thought I might go into the Civil Service. They wrote back and said ‘no, you can go to Germany later and learn German, why don't you take biology?’ Well, the biology master at Eton was a genius, and after two months I knew I was going to be a biologist.

Of course, I wouldn't have been invited to join this Group if I had been a biologist interested solely in subhuman phenomena, but I remember that over 40 years ago, when I was teaching in Texas, I had to give a public lecture, and as I had already begun to think of the problem of continuity and discontinuity in evolution I chose as my subject the critical point between subhuman and human evolution. The first book that I published, before the first World War, was about biological individuality, which I am delighted to hear Konrad Lorenz has been re-reading and even finding interesting still. Then I think I am right in saying that the first occasion on which a displacement activity was scientifically recorded was in my long paper on the courtship of the Great Crested Grebe, published 41 years ago. I didn't know what a displacement activity was, but I recorded the facts of this unexplained phenomenon; and I spent a lot of time during the next 25 years, off and on, working on the biological function of epigamic and throat display in birds and their relation to sexual selection. Meanwhile, I was also interested in the various aspects of experimental embryology and growth, especially relative growth of parts; I found myself driven to put forward the idea that the basis for various aspects of growth and development must be sought in some form of field involving gradients. So I was naturally much interested in the then new ideas of the Gestalt psychologists, who were also thinking in field terms, and were interested in psychological development. Then I found myself dealing with a curious feature of some organisms such as Ascidians and Coelenterates—their peculiar faculty of physical regression or dedifferentiation: they not only get smaller but they regress to a simpler stage if you maltreat them in various ways—and this led me to read up all I could about psychological regression. Later I am afraid I strayed rather outside the biological field: in 1928, I think it was, I rushed into print with a book on religion as a natural phenomenon instead of a supernatural one—Religion without Revelation, I called it. And later on I had wished on me the task of relating ethics to evolution by the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford, who invited me to deliver the Romanes lecture 50 years after my grandfather had given his celebrated one on evolution and ethics, and to treat of the same subject, so I had to do some thinking about that problem. Recently, I have had to do some thinking about an equally difficult problem for a mere biologist—the Wenner-Gren Foundation have asked me to write something on anthropology from the angle of an evolutionary biologist.

Then, the fact of being in Geneva reminds me that in 1925 I attended what was, I believe, the first international conference on population, here in Geneva. Ever since then I have been deeply interested in this problem, which I think is one of the world's most serious problems, psychologically as well as politically and socially.

You asked me, Mr. Chairman, why I was willing to come here. I should think that the answer is pretty obvious. This type of meeting seems to me absolutely essential in the present state of the world. We have got to a state where we can't progress if we each of us stay in our own little specialisms. I am sure we have got to a stage where we must somehow organize the synthesis of different branches of knowledge. People say that science has got too specialized for that. I don't believe this is true. Only you have got to find out the technique of getting representatives of different branches together, of getting mutual understanding, and of organizing the synthesis. When I heard about this group here, I thought, well, this certainly is extraordinarily interesting because here we have ethologists and psychologists, medical men and biologists, physiologists and psychiatrists, all interested in one general problem, and I shall be most interested to see how a group of this sort functions, as well as to hear the results of its deliberations.

FREMONT-SMITH:

Now, if I may I will ask Erik Erikson to tell us a little bit about himself.

ERIKSON:

I should state first what I am doing. I am a psychoanalyst who divides his time up about equally between psychoanalytic psychotherapy, the training of young doctors for psychoanalysis, and research. The psychotherapy fuses, of course, with research, for what in most of your fields is experimentation, in our field is the attempt to delineate previously incurable mental states in such a way that they become more curable. I work at a small sanitarium in the Berkshire Hills in New England which is also a research institute. There some of us specialize in work with young ‘borderline cases’, which means young people on the brink of schizophrenia or psychopathy. Ours is an open hospital which deliberately takes certain chances with the patients in order to understand them not as victims of fatalistic diagnosis, but as individual cases of what I will describe in a later meeting as identity diffusion, i.e., a particular difficulty attending the age of youth, and this particularly where society and family have let young people down in specific ways. In addition to intensive psychotherapy, we experiment by giving the patients a responsible voice in the management of the ‘hospital environment’, and by developing individual ways of work productivity. This is my wife's domain. I am also a visiting professor in the Medical School in Pittsburgh where I learn about patients with similar symptoms but different social backgrounds.

I should have said at the beginning that I do not speak English, but a form of American. This may make it difficult for you to understand what I say, yet it is intrinsically related to our general subject. For my friends (my very best friends) will tell you that I am the best case illustration of an identity diffusion, that is of the clinical picture which I will describe to you when my time comes. Identify diffusion results from the inability to integrate one's childhood identifications and adolescent tasks. Well, I was born a Dane. But my father died around the time of my birth, and my mother and I seem to have travelled a lot. When I was three years old I fell ill in a city in Southern Germany. We stayed there, because my mother married my paediatrician. This, I think, has been a most decisive event as regards my later identity development.

FREMONT-SMITH:

Was it a psychosomatic illness?

ERIKSON:

Well, I certainly needed a father. Later, my stepfather very much wanted me to be a doctor. But I decided to become an artist.

The secret identification with the paediatrician appeared only in the fact that I specialized in baby pictures and portraits of children. To do such portraits, I went to Vienna and joined a friend as a tutor in an American family which was close to Freud. Eventually, I was trained as a child analyst under Anna Freud and August Aichhorn and graduated as a psychoanalyst from the Vienna Institute. In Vienna, I also married an American woman of Canadian origin, and we moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts. One of our neighbours was Frank Fremont-Smith through whose interest I received my first medical school and hospital appointments. From then on I have been living in the medical world as much as anybody could who is not a medical man and my stepfather, the paediatrician, was as right as anybody could be who was wrong! And you may well see that I had to make out of identity diffusion a virtue—and a subject.

Now, as for my preoccupations, the daily work of a psychoanalyst is in many ways cut out for him. But I would mention that the artist in me keeps paying special attention to the ‘configurational level’, by which I mean something which in psychoanalysis is between the obvious, manifest behaviour and the latent, hidden meaning. I will present examples of children's play, trying to show what a child is saying by the way in which it behaves in space, and how it arranges toys and dolls. In work with very small children, it helps tremendously if one is not restricted to listening but if one can observe, and I think it was here that my paediatric and artistic sides came to some kind of agreement. This was further enhanced when I met Margaret Mead and a few other anthropologists and found that in comparing configurations we spoke, as it were, a similar language and could speak about childhood and culture patterns in a way that eventually made dynamic sense also. Thus I became interested in the relationship of human motivation as discovered by psychoanalysis to people's world images and economic systems: what people are hunting and where and how. Having studied two American Indian tribes, it seemed only right to study American children who were neither Indians nor patients. So I participated for a number of years in a longitudinal study of Californian children to try to understand their particular development in that rapidly growing area which was rather freshly settled compared to the rest of the world.

My special interest is this. In psychoanalysis, which originated in the era of enlightenment and individualism, the original emphasis was on the dichotomy between the individual and his society, almost in the sense that environment as such was essentially hostile to the individual. This, of course, was an ideological distortion of what Freud, at given stages of his studies, had pointed out. Today, the analysis of the ego makes it very clear that no individual could possibly exist, or grow strong, or, indeed, become an individual without society. But how does he do it, and how does society keep the bargain? I think that the psychoanalysis of the ego permits a new approach to the contract between individual and society. If I may make in conclusion what I hope to be a challenging statement, I think I came here with the expectation of learning from this particular group a new approach to the ethological nature of love. But by this I do not mean only the mutuality between mother and child, and not only the pact of personal love, but also such psychosocial contracts as forms of truth, styles of honesty, kinds of justice. All of these seem as indispensable for the human child's development as the life-preserving features of the physical environment.

FREMONT-SMITH:

If I may I will now call upon Dr. Raymond de Saussure to tell us about himself—it is a great joy to see an old friend from New York who was over from Geneva and is now back here in Geneva with us.

DE SAUSSURE:

Unfortunately, although I am a psychiatrist and a psychoanalyst, I am not able to bring you an account of such a miraculous or spectacular cure as that which Mr. Erikson underwent at the age of three Years—his own cure and the cure of his mother were certainly determining factors in his career. So I will stay within more modest limits, and as we have been asked to give a biography which begins with the early years I shall keep to the classical pattern of psychoanalysis—although Dr. Hargreaves asked us not to be too classical —and I will tell you here of my oral stage, my anal stage and my genital stage.

In my oral stage I was very greedy and I think I was able to sublimate a part of this greediness in the desire to read and study later on. The anal stage was characterized for me by a liking for collecting and studying butterflies, and throughout my adolescence (which is a rather late anal stage) I developed this liking for making collections. The genital stage was very much retarded too, this time through Calvinism and its very strong influences to which I was subjected, so that I had to go off to Vienna to be analysed by Freud and to get rid of some of these overpowering ancestral influences. I was very grateful to him, but I did not immediately realize the full value of this method and returned later to Berlin to undergo a second analysis with Dr. Alexander and to follow courses at the institute.

Actually, I owe my interest in psychoanalysis to Théodore Flournoy who was Professor of Psychology here in Geneva. Immediately after my secondary schooling I became deeply interested in his lectures in which, as early as 1914, he used to expound his psychoanalytic theories. My interest turned very quickly first towards the similarities or the concordances which could exist between the ideas of Freud and Jean Piaget. Here there were two points of view about psychology, two genetic points of view, which seemed to complement each other but which unfortunately had previously been put in opposition to each other. During meetings of Frenchspeaking psychoanalysts I had the opportunity of establishing the first connexions, which later on were well worked out by my friend Charles Odier. Another of my interests was to find the possible relationships between certain social structures and certain forms of neuroses (de Saussure, 1929, 1946).

In my book on the Greek Miracle (de Saussure, 1939) I tried to show why scientific civilization was born in Greece rather than elsewhere. My great interest for all the problems of psychology intermingled with those of biology and politics dates from this time. When I went to the United States in 1940 I had the very great privilege of following many inter-disciplinary discussions where psychological, biological, social and political points of view were intermixed.

For this reason I was extremely happy to receive your invitation which corresponds to one of my major interests. I am looking forward immensely to hearing you and I shall try to contribute in my modest degree to your discussions.

FREMONT-SMITH:

Now we have had our introductions, and begun to group, if one can use that word in the intransitive sense. May I turn to you, Margaret, to open the discussion and do it in your own way—you have quite a period of time, two-and-a-half days. The principle, as you know, is to ask the opener to have each day about 20 minutes of material to present and then if they are really successful in the two-and-a-half days they can't get it all presented because of the discussion which is stirred up.

MEAD:

My task now is to describe what light anthropology can shed on the occurrence of what can be regarded as universal sex differences, however differently these may be patterned and institutionalized in different societies. Conversely, I want to provide a way of removing from our present formulation the culturally limited ethnocentric and provincial material on sex differences. This means that I will use for the most part extreme anthropological cases. If I talk about something that is reasonably widespread and universal it would be impossible for me to give you any detail—for example of the fact that mothers breast-feed babies in all parts of the world. So I shall select the most interesting cases, with your understanding that these are extreme and that we assume, in between, the existence of a very large number of less peculiar, less extreme behaviour patterns.

I think that we should really start with the child's realization of the fact that it is a human being, which is, I think, more important than its realization of which sex it is. For instance, in Bali, people are unwilling to treat a child under three months as a human being; the new-born baby has no name, is not allowed to enter a temple and is called a rat or a caterpillar. Then there are societies that identify children with vegetables or with animals for a very long time and undoubtedly change the individual's sense of who they are and what it means to be a human being.

Coming to sex differences, I think that we will find it useful to consider first those differences between the sexes which have occurred in every society to date, but which may nevertheless be modifiable. Until recently, for instance, human infants have been breast-fed, the feeding bottle being a comparatively recent invention. As long as human infants had to be breast-fed by human mothers there was a universal condition of the early differentiation of sex roles, as children of both sexes were fed by a creature of one sex everywhere. This ceased to be universal as soon as the feeding-bottle was invented. What looked like a very long and very important element in the differentiation of the two sexes could be wiped out by a single invention. Equally, of course, it could be restored. Thus all of the points that are connected with maternal care of children, or care by another female such as a nurse, a wet-nurse, a foster mother, etc., although they have been almost universal to date, may nevertheless be a biological condition which society is able to abrogate, or change. The whole question of social inventions which may alter present differentiation of the sexes is exceedingly important.

On the other hand, a great proportion of our present psychological theory about differences between the sexes is based upon the presence of clothing. Psychoanalytic theories that are based on the importance of the revelation of the anatomy of adults, or of your little brother, if you are a little girl, of course are based on the experience of the child in a clothed society where the child encounters only the bodies of small children and the bodies of parents in most cases, with the intervening link left out. In any society where the people don't wear clothes, the situation is very different. The little boy may be alarmed by the contrast between the size of his own and his father's genitals but certainly not in the same way as in clothed society because he sees every possible other size in between and is continually assured that, if he continues to grow, he will eventually get larger. In the same way the presence of pregnancy is conspicuous, and in a primitive society where there are no large buildings and no other achievements, pregnancy is one of the most conspicuous events in the life of the child. We have to bear in mind all the time the extent to which our theory of sex differences is limited by conditions in our own society at present.

I want also to stress that, because the early upbringing of girls and boys by one or both sexes is a major device by which the child's sense of its sex identity is carried, every aspect of sex differences in the life of the society (including the after-life) becomes important in the sex differentiation of the growing boy and girl. For instance, you may live in a society where women have no soul, or you may live in a society where women are only permitted into heaven by way of their husband's soul, as with the folk belief in eastern European Jewry that if a man was a good man and the woman had been a good wife she could go to heaven with him and was permitted to sit at his feet for ever and listen to him talk. This image of heaven is bound to affect very small girls in many ways, as their mothers either look forward with pleasure to this picture or possibly chafe against it. Or consider the Aztec belief that a specially honoured place was reserved in the next world for those men who died in battle and women who died in childbirth; the blood of the slain was equated— men or women. The influence such a picture must have on a small girl or a small boy must be quite different from that of a village where childbirth, menstrual huts, latrines and pigs are put over the edge of the village in a rough, rainy, muddy, precipitous spot, and the place is called the ‘evil place’. The social structure will affect children from the very start. In some Mohammedan countries, for instance, the only tie the mother has to the child is the milk-tie. If she breast-feeds the child, that gives her a right to it. The fact that she gave it house room in the foetal stage is regarded as irrelevant; the child is the father's child and the mother runs a boarding house. This affects the whole structure—what happens in divorce, the father's rights to the child, and so forth.

When we consider how a girl learns that she is a girl, and a boy learns that he is a boy, we must remember that a whole series of attitudes are prefigured for them. In the way they are treated, the way they are named, whether the family are glad a boy is born or whether they say, ‘when a girl is born everyone weeps and ruin is brought on the house.’ From what we know about the relationship of a mother's attitude during lactation, we may expect that a girl who is born as a ruin in the house probably imbibes feelings about ruin during this stage of lactation. Similarly, we must consider even the prenatal period. If a mother knows, from the moment that she is pregnant, that if her child is a girl its chances of life are very different from its chances of life as a boy, this becomes an important psychological distinction; important to the degree that there are psychosomatic connections between the expectation of the mother and the well-being or degree of activity of the foetus. Even the last moment of birth, just before you know whether the child is a girl or a boy, is an exceedingly tense moment for the whole group of women gathered around who know that when they say ‘it's a girl’, the father will probably say ‘abandon it’, or ‘kill it’. This creates all through pregnancy an attitude in the mother of two kinds of expectancy, which then may culminate one way or the other at birth.

BOWLBY:

May I interrupt? All the instances that you have given us have been adverse to females; are there similar illustrations adverse to males?

MEADE:

There are the societies that expect the male to die earlier. This was characteristic of the Plains Indians of North America—the Cheyennes, for instance. The boy was indulged because he was going to die. Now, if the indulgence for the boy child is phrased that he was superior or stronger that is one thing, but if it is phrased as ‘we give you the special titbits from the table because you are going to die’ that is another. It is quite possible we might arrive at the same position in the United States at present, for it has been very widely advertised that male expectation of life is something like five years less than the female, and that all women are going to be widows with large bank accounts while their husbands are dead. I should think that a small boy who is brought up in a household with seven widows with large bank accounts and also read this continually in the press, would begin to get a picture of the male sex as deprived. Or in a period when there is a military draft, affecting males and not females or affecting them very differentially, there may again be a sense of the male being condemned to a more dangerous, a more hazardous or a shorter life.

BOWLBY:

It would be necessary to distinguish, then, between misfortunes connected with the one sex and social devaluation of that sex.

MEAD:

Yes, I think one should. But in using the word ‘misfortune’ you, yourself, were reflecting our point of view that people don't get killed in war except unluckily. This is the European position—that people come back from war unless they are unfortunate enough to be killed. But there are many cultures in which you don't come back from war unless you are peculiarly lucky and so don't get killed—Japan, for instance; the assumption in Japan is that when you go into the Army you are dead; if you happen to come back that is a piece of peculiar luck.

But to come back to your question; the situation may not be as simple as it seems. We can look, for instance, at Mohammedan countries where the female is articulately devalued and devalued because she endangers the male. From the moment she is born she is a menace to her father, her brother, her husband, and later to her son, because through her they can be dishonoured. But, we do not find in examining the psychology of women in those countries, that they are as insecure as the men; it seems to some extent to be reassuring that you can make that much trouble for that many men. On the other hand, it is exceedingly unreassuring to a man to have these many points of vulnerability in his life, so a rather complicated reversal occurs here. I had a great deal of trouble when I had reasonably feministic young American women anthropologists trying to work on mid-eastern countries, because they assumed that women were treated badly and it was very difficult to focus their attention on the fact that they were looking at a society which was much more psychologically hazardous for men than for women.

FREMONT-SMITH:

Would it not then be asking the wrong question to say ‘What does culture do to this particular sex?’

MEAD:

You must always say ‘What does it do to both sexes?’ Any discussion of one sex without the other is quite useless. You may have a culture which does not verbally discriminate the sexes and has one word for child, say, but even so the social discrimination is there from a very early period. We have no culture that assumes the lack of anatomical sex difference, although we have cultures that ritually relegate human beings to an animal status or that ritually disregard sex for quite a while after birth as far as names are concerned.

Now, if I can leave for a moment this question of the way in which sex differentiation permeates every aspect of social structure, I think it is probably necessary to say here that there is no such thing as the mythical matriarchy that European tradition has constructed. There is no society in which women have the sort of power that men have in most societies. There are societies in which women may nominate for office, there are societies in which they own the houses, there are societies where women are the priestesses or the mediums or the soothsayers, but the nightmare of a female domination that gets conjured up in European folklore is a fantasy. It is parallelled elsewhere —in the Pacific, for instance, by a very widely spread legend of an island of women in which women are able to produce children without the aid of men, and there are large numbers of fantasies in which the men finally break into this society, teach the women how to have children properly and get them under control.

GREY WALTER:

But there is the traditional history of the European matriarchy which is said to have preceded the era of…

MEAD:

We have no suggestion on the basis of anything we have ever been able to examine that there were ever true matriarchies of any sort; as I say, any one of the items that are attributed to a matriarchy may occur separately, but this assumption that there was once a society entirely ruled by women is, as far as we know, a fantasy.

GREY WALTER:

Pure fantasy?

MEAD:

Pure fantasy—so far as we have any reason to judge at present. But the myth of matriarchy has played a very great role in several very important places, in psychoanalytic theory it played a considerable role, and still does; in communism it played a role in Marxian theory by the sheer accident that Engels read an American anthropologist named Morgan (1907), who had been exceedingly impressed by the Iroquois Indians in which the nominating power for chieftainship rested with women.

In constructing a unilateral sequence of evolution on 19th century lines what was done was to start with our civilization and work backwards. Anything we didn't have was earlier and inadequate, so that if you put monogamy and a patriarchally organized society that was patrilocal, patrinomal, patrilineal, patriopotestive and monogamous at the peak, and then you worked back, inevitably you had to have a matriarchal society at one point and group marriage at another. But as far as our present knowledge goes there is no evidence whatsoever for either of these two fantasy institutions.

LORENZ:

The group marriage, I happened to read about that in Russia, was that entirely fantasy?

MEAD:

It is entirely fantasy.

LORENZ:

The group marriage in Samoa, among Polynesians, was entirely fantasy?

MEAD:

Entirely fantasy.

LORENZ:

Oh, I am glad to hear that!

MEAD:

There are various sorts of situations in which, for instance, all the males of a lineage group may have access to their brothers’ wives, so that there are various sorts of polygamy and concubinage and special licence, but they do not fall under the head of marriage in the sense that these historical fantasies postulate. It is exceedingly popular at present for commentators, especially European commentators, to describe the United States as a matriarchy. But the United States is a country in which a woman takes her husband's name, moves where he moves, can be legally chastized for not staying where he is, her children take his name, he is responsible for supporting the family and she is not, and so on. I think it is necessary to get rid of this matriarchal daydream at all levels if we are going to be able to consider the question of sex differentiation.

ZAZZO:

There are societies where the affiliation can be established only through the mother, the role of the father not yet being known. Perhaps one has no right there to speak of a matriarchy because after all it is a man, the brother of the mother, therefore the uncle, who is responsible for the child. But whether we speak of a matriarchy or not, this fact is very important in the definition of culture: I would like to ask you, therefore, what, in your opinion, is the influence of purely uterine affiliation on the conception of the woman and on her role and importance.

MEAD:

I didn't say all societies were patriarchal, by any means. There are quite a large number of societies which are what we call matrilineal, which means that ties are established through women and that a man inherits from his mother's brother. None of these societies exist at a very simple level—we regard them, on the whole, as an elaboration that is more complicated than the simplest hunting society. In such a society the mother's brother has the power. Power is still in the hands of the male and the fact that it is the mother's brother rather than the father may have important psychological determinants in the constellation of the household, as Malinowski pointed out years ago in the study of the Trobrianders. But it does not change the essential point, that the public power of disposal of property, of chieftainship, and so forth, is in the hands of men. The power goes through women, through your sister instead of through your wife, but it goes from a male to a male.

The only thing I think we can say is that on the whole it is difficult to combine polygamy and matriliny. Why this is so we are not certain, because in patrilineal societies it is quite frequent for women to approve of polygamy and insist upon it; there are many societies in which a woman feels very put upon if she has to conduct a monogamous marriage and will nag and nag her husband into getting her another wife, either to share the onerous duties of sex or bring in the firewood or look after the children or go fishing or whatever. However, when you have a matrilineal society, there is a very strong tendency for what may conceivably be a basic female preference for monogamy to assert itself. Or, you can argue quite differently and say that the tie between the mother and the child is given biologically and that one of the things that human society has had to do is to build up the position of the father, institutionalize it, dramatize it, make it firm and reliable to the extent that the care of the young is dependent upon a stable father. Matrilineal institutions may overweight weight the position of the mother and the mother's kin and put the father in a particularly weak role and this may be one reason also why matriliny is less stable. Matriliny tends to yield to patriliny on the whole more easily than patriliny yields to matriliny.

HUXLEY:

This is extremely interesting about matriarchy in the strict sense being pure fantasy; but isn't there a great difference in different societies in the amount of public power and public status accorded to the two sexes ? Thus in West Africa you have the queen mothers, though their public role is somewhat overshadowed by the elders. Isn't there a complicated balance, which varies from society to society?

MEAD:

In very simple societies where, for example, there are no buildings of any importance, and there is no political structure for anybody to play a role in, you may have what looks like a very even-handed division. In a very simple food-getting people like the Eskimo, both male and female play absolutely essential economic roles, so that an Eskimo male without a wife is as helpless as an Eskimo woman without a husband. Then you have all the intermediate possibilities from the societies with large harems where women are completely shut off from public life, to the societies, of which West Africa, some Pacific societies, and some American Indian societies are examples, in which women are permitted considerable public roles, sometimes just single individuals as queens or priestesses, and sometimes every woman. Or you may restore even-handedness again as was done in traditional China where although women were confined to the household, they were extraordinarily powerful, so that when modernization started in China these very powerful women moved out and established banks right away. You can sometimes get a measure of the strength that women exercise in various domestic roles by the role that they can play when the barriers are let down and new occupational opportunities are given.

LORENZ:

Was Pearl Buck roughly correct about these things?

MEAD:

Her early book about China is roughly correct about this, I think. The Queen mother, the mother-in-law, had the most enormous power. Every young Chinese girl lived to be a mother-in-law. That was the acme of power. This was reciprocated by the male living for the day when he no longer had any economic or clerical responsibility, so that you had an expectation of maturity roles in which the woman expected to get stronger and stronger while the man expected to retire to a more childlike and protected position. This again is another dimension of the whole picture: women may expect that their position will be enhanced as they grow older, so that their postmenopausal position is one of greater freedom—perhaps even greater than male freedom; on the other hand, they may expect to become less and less desired, desirable or colourful as they get older.

I think, perhaps, I should say here too that there are many students of this subject who feel that the relative safety of women in childbirth today is something that has to be taken into account as a major change in the position and psychological security of the sexes. If you grew up in a society where very many women died in childbirth, so that this was an expected event, and pain was very severe, this permeates the whole position of the girl from the start.

Culture can alter this, however.
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